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Chapter 1 


Aiden Montgomery stared up from his reclined position on 
the bed and tried to imagine what the actual height of the 
vaulted ceiling might be at its center. Ten feet? Maybe more, 
maybe less? The unique curvature of the cornice detail 
surrounding it was something the likes of which he had only 
seen in films and in magazines. A blunt jab into his rib jolted 
him out of his architectural observation as Phillip Brenton 
knelt against his torso and began kissing the young man's 
forehead, proceeding downward to his taut neckline. 


Smiling in a somewhat forced reaction, Aiden groaned an 
almost inaudible acknowledgement. 


"You like that?" Phillip asked with a discernable growl to his 
tone. 


Aiden let out a more affirmative grunt-like sound to confirm 
his apparent approval. He stretched his naked and muscular 
frame, which covered the entire length of the four-poster 
bed he was splayed upon. His hands, stretched above his 
head, felt the deep crevices of the elaborately carved 
wooden headboard. He sighed, tracing the contours of the 
intricate design with his fingers, as if inhaling its richness 
through his skin. A smile emerged above his lightly stubbled 
chin. 


His sandy brown hair rustled against the billowy white 
pillows that anchored the head of the substantive bed. The 
word "luxury" flashed in his mind repeatedly. Sporadic 
movements of his head seemed to pet his choppy hair down 
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at the sides, leaving the top unruly and wild, in the way he 
occasionally spent plenty of time and hair product to 
achieve. 


He simply decided to enjoy the man caressing and kissing 
him, accepting the previously unwelcome advances with 
closed eyes and clenched fists. 


Phillip Brenton was no stranger to a man in his bed. He was, 
however, not accustomed to being intimate with this man, 
whom he had lusted after for such a long time. 


Currently serving an elected term as state senator, he was 
vying for the recently vacated congressional seat that 
overlapped his eastern Pennsylvania district. At the present 
moment, however, he had his eye on one particular, rather 
sought-after seat: Aiden Montgomery's. The senator may 
have set his sights on a higher political conquest, but the 
only prize that consumed his every thought at the moment 
was his newly appointed campaign manager, lying in his 
bed right then. 


Equal in height to Aiden's six-foot-tall frame, Senator 
Brenton was an imposing figure with a large, barrel-chested 
build and a full head of lush gray hair. The fact that it was all 
salt and no pepper led many to believe that he likely visited 
a salon regularly to maintain the nearly perfect mane. His 
fifty-nine-year-old hand aggressively caressed the contours 
of the young man in his bed, tracing a defined pectoral, 
traveling downward, riding a wave of abdominal ridges 
along the way. 


This journey across the young man's slick skin stopped 
abruptly when it reached the thicket of lush fur that circled 
the base of his ample cock. 
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Kissing Aiden full on the lips, he grasped the newly 
engorging member as his breath and pulse quickened. 
Aiden would help him achieve his goal of getting reelected 
by serving as his campaign manager, but the more pressing 
matter of an impending release of pent-up lust was about to 
transpire for the grateful senator. 


With the grace of a dancer, Phillip maneuvered his one arm 
under Aiden's smooth buttocks and turned the lower half of 
his body over, nearly twisting the young man's lithe frame 
in half. Aiden responded by completing the turn himself and 
presenting his backside fully to the eager politician's gaze. 


Phillip's eyes widened as he took in the sight before him. 


Aiden pressed his gradually hardening cock into the puddle 
of white sheets covering the bed and clenched his butt 
cheeks to send a subliminal wink to the now salivating man 
behind him. 


At once, the senator began to massage the twin mounds of 
pliable flesh with his equally supple hands. Grasping and 
releasing the contours with great fervor, his hands made 
their way around Aiden's rear as his eyes also hungered for 
similarly close contact. 


A calculated grasp pulled one side of his buttocks from the 
other and revealed the pink prize of Aiden's bounty. After a 
quick return to its original position, another grasp revealed 
the crease again, and Phillip inserted a finger against the 
soft flesh, as if holding a page in a book. His finger remained 
to tease the tightly closed opening with subtle massaging. 


This was not the senator's first attempt at a seduction. He 
recalled when he'd originally interviewed the man presently 
in his bed, and today was, for him, the culmination of a 6 
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calculated series of events designed to achieve this very 
result. Along the way, the senator had been surprised to find 
a great deal of substance behind Aiden's pitch-perfect 
presentation style. Aiden not only had the right clothes, the 
right style, and the right persona, his intuitive approach to 
marketing had been invaluable to the senator's PR efforts. 


He'd quickly ascended through the ranks of the political 
backroom and into the cozy position alongside the senator 
in strategy sessions and campaign-development meetings. 


It had been a logical choice for Senator Brenton to name 
him his new campaign manager, and his reaction to that 
very news confirmed that the senator had made the right 
choice. 


The right choice indeed, he thought as he heard Aiden moan 
in appreciation of his meandering finger. 


Phillip proceeded to straddle the young man, all the while 
maintaining his contact on the sensitive cushion of the pink- 
colored lining of Aiden's rear. The move provided his excuse 


to slide the finger into the tight confines, and Aiden let out a 
sigh as he did so. Using his free hand to pull the young 
man's backside close to his kneeling stance, he guided him 
closer as his throbbing cock rose to meet the crease of flesh 
in front of it. Phillip pressed tightly against it, filling the 
chasm nicely with his stubby, curved cock. 


With each gentle push against the firm flesh, the head of his 
penis rose to crest the top of the young man's round 
bottom. Reaching for the lube he had earlier placed on the 
bed, he smeared the entire area of Aiden's ass and circled a 
Slick ring around his cock, pushing it all the way down to the 
base of his shaft. 
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With both hands on Aiden's hips, he changed the angle of 
his midsection and drove a more direct thrust toward the 
center of Aiden's now awaiting hole. Aiden contracted in 
response to the sudden entrance and lunged forward, 
staying just out of penetration range of the probing cock. 


"More," he said as he nodded over his shoulder toward the 
lubrication container. 


Phillip responded with a generous application and quickly 
made a second attempt to penetrate. With a loud groan, 
Aiden released his tightly closed grip and the now slick cock 
pushed past his entrance and filled his insides. Dual moans 
coordinated with the first few thrusts as Phillip finally got 
the momentum to ride his campaign manager the way he 
had wanted to since the first time they'd met, just a few 


months back. The senator was used to getting what he 
wanted, and Aiden Montgomery was no exception. 


Aiden demanded more of the quick thrusts that slid into him 
as he timed a backward lunge of his own to meet the 
senator's efforts with a forceful collision. The rhythmic 
sound of smacking flesh met with moans of pleasure from 
the two men, and a cell phone chime unexpectedly entered 
the somewhat musical fray. 


Thrust, moan, ring. Thrust, moan, ring. Thrust, no moan, 
ring.... 


Aiden looked across the bed at his cell phone and verified 
that it was silent. Looking back over his shoulder to meet 
the senator's eyes, he saw that they were widened, 
indicating his impending climactic exhilaration. 
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In that moment, pulses of warm seed suddenly left the 
senator's body and entered into the condom within Aiden's 
tightening ass. Two solid trusts firmly deposited his 
remaining cum, and the senator shook his head in an effort 
to regain consciousness as he quickly removed his cock and 
reached for his phone. 


"Hello" was only half-audible as he opened the phone while 
he spoke the greeting. 


Aiden rolled over as the senator swung himself off to the 
side of the bed and planted his feet firmly on the floor. Aiden 
rolled his eyes in realization that the senator had just 


subconsciously sat normally, apparently thinking that the 
person on the other end could somehow see him, or tell by 
the tone of his voice, that he was in a bed. Shaking his 
head, Aiden scoffed at the irrational notion. 


"Oh, Angela. Morning," he said, and looked back to Aiden, as 
if to register a response. Aiden was not sure of the desired 
reaction that Phillip was seeking, so a dual eyebrow raise 
was all he could muster. 


"It's okay," Aiden mouthed silently. He then repeated an 
even more exaggerated eye-roll after the somewhat frantic 
senator turned back around to continue the conversation. 


"| know. | just forgot my, my parking pass," he said, pausing 
to take a breath, "and | was not sure if | had the right 
credentials. | knew | had had them at the house here so | 
came back. Is something up?" Aiden listened, but could not 
make out anything that his business associate was relaying 
to the senator in quick narrative. The senator's brief 
responses led to little clarification. 
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"Okay, what? Protestors?! I'll be in within a half-hour, and we 
can see what their beef is." After a lapse of a minute, the 
senator questioned, "They're asking about what? Angela! 
Put Morgan on. Get him on here, now!" 


Senator Brenton gave a quick glance over his shoulder and 
flashed a brief smile to convey assurance to Aiden. Chewing 
on an already too-short fingernail, he crouched over and 
away from Aiden when he continued the conversation. 


"Listen, Morgan," he said in a hushed tone. "This can't come 
out. Not now. Not before the election." After a brief delay, he 
gave up his polite tone and quiet demeanor. 


"Remember, it borders my property. It cannot be viewed as 
being on it!" Another brief pause transpired before he 
continued in a tone and volume which elevated with each 
word he spoke. "No, no! This campaign will be swirling in the 
toilet if the public finds that out. It's that simple, Morgan! 
Did you handle having the changes made at the mapping 
department or not? Well, okay then, if anyone else is asking 
questions, you had better keep our asses covered on every 
other front too! Got it?" 


Senator Brenton stood up, ran his hand through his thick 
gray hair, and scratched at the side of his temple while he 
stared at the wall for a moment. "That was Angela atthe 
office," he clarified to Aiden unnecessarily as he closed his 
phone. "There's some sort of a protest happening at the 
state house. It's a bunch of those environmental whackos! 
We've got to see what they're squawking about so we can 
shut them up." Recomposing himself for a moment, he 
rephrased. 


"Address it, | mean. You need to get a lid put on this 10 
Gone Stumping 
by Braden Williams 


protestor nonsense. That's just the sort of thing that derails 
campaign momentum, Aiden! I've got bigger fish to fry." 


Reaching for a towel and then shifting focus, he began 
assembling his clothes in order on the bed. "I'll need 
another shirt here too." He nodded to the closet door across 
the expansive master bedroom. Aiden immediately realized 


his new role as campaign manager was quickly reverting to 
his previous backroom one. One of doing the senator's 
bidding upon command, no matter what the request. 


"Okay. I'll shower up and head in too." Aiden rubbed his 
face, slowly making a gradual transition in emotions. 


"Me first," the senator snapped. 
"Sure. You first," Aiden quietly repeated. 


Aiden deliberately fell back down on the bed and stared 
blankly at the ceiling. He thought briefly about what, 
perhaps, the senator had been referring to when he'd 
spoken of property and mapping issues on the phone. If it 
was to have any potential impact on the campaign, Aiden 
was sure that he would be brought up to speed on the facts. 
Aiden knew that the state senators were closely involved 
with the casino bidding and vetting process and that 
Senator Brenton was in fact the chairperson of the Gaming 
Control Board Committee. 


He wondered if it had anything to do with that. It did seem a 
little odd to him, if not ironic, that the very person 
responsible for choosing the recipients of the state's six 
coveted gaming licenses would end up being neighbors to 
one of the actual casino properties. Steam began to gather 
and filter out the slightly ajar door that connected the 
bathroom to the 11 
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senator's bedroom. Both Aiden and the doorway seemed to 
sigh in tandem. 


Once the senator had completed dressing, he made his way 
out the door, fumbling with his tie and mumbling 
indiscernible words. Aiden rubbed his face and got up to sit 
on the edge of the bed, carefully taking stock of the room in 
the morning daylight. It was not hard for him to imagine this 
being his home. This was exactly how Aiden imagined his 
life. 


Success at last! Once again, he allowed his hands to resume 
their exploration of the room, taking note of the pewter 
lamp that illuminated the small bedside stand. Pottery Barn, 
he surmised. 


Next to the nightstand, he noted the heavily wooded 
window frame as he approached and touched the frame 
lightly. There's something about top-quality double-cased, 
glass window panels like these. This was one that proudly 
proclaimed its manufacturer. A quality endorsement of this 
sort ensured your window would be featured in some 
decorating magazine, or even perhaps Architectural Digest. 
It was the brand-name identity that you could talk to your 
friends about over lunch, he mused. 


Did | mention we just installed Legacy windows? A 
commentary that was sure to evoke an all-knowing sigh of 
agreement from your well-toothed friends across the cafe 
table, Aiden thought while growing a blissful smile. 


As Aiden traced the Legacy Windows logo engraved in the 
glass panel, a glint of light distracted his thought process 
and managed to return him to the present moment. He 
curiously squinted to see what it was in the distant wood 
line that'd 12 
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caused the spark of light. Reaching for the handle of the 
door next to the window casing, he opened it and slid 
through the slight opening after grabbing the set of 
binoculars that the senator kept handy for occasional 
wildlife viewing. Seeing the burst of light again, he pulled 
the lenses to his eyes and fumbled with the center dial to 
bring the curious image in the distance into focus. 


Amidst the tree line of foliage and greenery, a chrome 
fender shifted in and out of view. The silver surface threw 
flashes of bright light splintering into starburst shapes of 
pure sunlight. Twin image circles gradually merged to form 
one solid view, and embossed lettering that spelled the 
word 


"FORD" became visible as he steadied the binoculars. A blue 
truck bed was moving ever so slightly in and out of frame, 
bobbing slightly up and down. 


Backing up on the magnification setting, Aiden sought to 
complete the picture by seeing more of the context. Panning 
across, he was able to see more clearly the back of a blue 
pickup truck, obviously an older model but nicely 
maintained, perhaps even recently washed. A glimpse of a 
set of disjointed legs caused him to fumble the lenses and 
lose the view for a moment. Returning to the composition in 
a clumsy manner, he began to make sense of what he was 
seeing. 


* OK OOK OX 


The tailgate of the blue pickup was reclined in the same 
manner as the man lying on the bed of the truck. The man's 
tall, six-foot-five frame stretched horizontally across it while 
his legs dangled off the edge of the tailgate, his well-worn 
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Rafe McCafferty was taking part in a morning ritual he often 
began the day with. There's nothing like rubbing one off in 
the morning air, he would often think as he frequently took 
advantage of this alone time to blow off some morning 
steam by doing just that. 


Being owner of the fledgling McCafferty Logging Company, 
he was always on the logging site long before his crew 
arrived. On the days that they actually did arrive, that is. He 
was particularly aggressive this Monday morning as he 
squeezed tightly on his large, uncut cock. Pulling down on 
his ample ball sac with one hand, he put his left one to work 
pulling up and down on his hardening shaft. His foreskin 
gave way to the forceful thrusts and revealed a fully 
engorged head. Fully reclined, he stared up as he drifted in 
and out of concentration, admiring the bright morning sky. 


Rafe's short dark hair escaped the confinement of his 
camouflage ball cap, which slid off his head when it came 
into contact with the truck bed. His wide and lightly bearded 
jaw line tensed into a forced grimace as he more 
enthusiastically pulled at his hardening cock. A full, deep 
breath afforded him the luxury of the light scent of morning 
dew and white pine. 


Exhaling, he closed his eyes and got lost in his overwhelmed 
senses. His flannel shirt fluttered in the wind, revealing a 
solidly hairy chest that nicely accented his muscular torso. 


The cool air wafting across it only heightened his impending 
feeling of euphoria. Another deep breath, and Rafe was sure 


he was about to explode. A convulsion shuddered 
throughout his body as he neared a climactic upheaval. 
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"Hello." A voice came from behind Rafe, startling him still. 


"Hello?" The voice of an approaching person could be more 
clearly heard. 


A man dressed in a freshly pressed suit and carrying a thick 
black briefcase awkwardly walked over the uneven terrain 
toward the front of Rafe's truck. Rafe quickly collected his 
thoughts and reached to pull on his jeans and place his still- 
stiff member into them, barely pulling at the zipper to 
complete the reorganization. He flung the tails of his shirt 
across one another and dropped to the ground, standing 
and then turning to look behind himself through the cab of 
the truck at the approaching man. 


He mumbled, "What the hell?" in his direction. 


"Hello, sir." The thin businessman approached and then 
stepped over obstacles in his path while nearing the vehicle. 


"Might you be Rafe...?" He fumbled with the paper in his 
right hand and flicked it to get a better view of it, 
"McCafferty?" He unintentionally crumpled the paper further 
as he pushed his thick glasses higher up on his nose. 


"Yes, yes |am," Rafe replied. "Can | help you?" 


"I'm Tom Smith. I am with the county assessment 
department." 


"Okay." Rafe looked at him quizzically as he dipped his 
fingers into the can of snuff he always carried in his back 
pocket. Pinching a small amount of the grainy substance, he 
placed it into the crease of his bottom lip. The man followed 
Rafe's movements, closely detailing his every move, as if he 
had never seen this process before. His pause and blank 
look hinted at a sneer of disapproval. 
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"| am just trying to reconcile our information for the tax 
assessment, and a surveyor noted that you are in the wrong 
area here to be clear-cutting for the casino project." He set 
down his thick briefcase after opening it to retrieve a crisp 
new set of computer printouts that folded in a map-like 
fashion. He fumbled with the papers to point out their 
current location and indicate another area in near proximity 
to the first. 


Rafe grabbed at one corner of the map to straighten it out 
and looked at it briefly. He grabbed it from the man, turned 
the paper completely around to his orientation, and said, 


"This is the zone here, along the...." He paused as he looked 
at it and seemed puzzled by what he saw. 


"What property is this?" he asked, and pointed to an area 
that was marked "UNDESIGNATED." 


"| don't know, sir. That property is marked 


‘undesignated'." 


"| can see that. But that is part of the property | am to clear- 
cut." 


Rafe retreated to the cab of his truck and flung the back of 
the bench seat of his pickup down to meet the seat surface. 


He grabbed with both hands a large leather-bound book that 
sat tucked against the back wall of the truck cab. The words 


"McCafferty Logging" stood out on the cover. Proceeding to 
the front of the truck, he flung the large book open and onto 
the hood of the vehicle. The sudden thud made the suited 
man flinch in a subtle response. Rifling past pages, Rafe 
ended at the section he had marked with an old postcard 
from Colorado proclaiming "Wish You Were Here." A longing 
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glance at the card confirmed that Rafe would indeed rather 
be there right then. 


“Here is where we are." Rafe pointed to a spot on the map, 
tapping his finger for emphasis. A few grains of chewing 
tobacco remained on the page, leaving evidence of his 
indication. 


The man leaned in closer to see what he was being 
presented with and in doing so stepped into the fresh track 
of mud that Rafe's truck tire had left when he'd pulled in. 
Tilting his head, he adjusted his glasses again to more 
closely inspect the map. 


"The whole region along this stream here is part of the same 
property. Here. It's marked the Brenton Estate," Rafe 
clarified. 


"Brenton?" the assessor exclaimed, as if hit by a realization. 
"Well, | can assure you, Mr., Mr. McCafferty, that property 
owners do change, and—" 


Rafe cut him off with a sudden realization. "Wait! But things 
like streams don't." He followed with his finger the path of 
the stream that bordered the property on his map and then 
did the same on the computerized map that the assessor 
had brought. On that version, the stream circumvented the 
property. "That stream is still there. | can assure you of 
that." 


Rafe made a deliberate sweep with his arm, mimicking the 
curve of the water's edge in the distance. 


Pulling the maps closer together to inspect them next to one 
another, the businessman looked up at Rafe with a 

questioning expression. His angular eyebrows pushed below 
the rim of his glasses, and his lips pursed, indicating that 17 
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some serious thought was in progress. "I'll have to report 
back on this and look into this, sir." 


"And you're going to need to clean those." Rafe nodded, 
pointing down to the man's now mud-covered wingtip 
shoes. 


Looking down, the assessor noticed his shoes were sinking 
in the thick forest muck. 


"Aw!" he shrieked. His first attempt to rid himself of the 
sticky mud via a brisk shake of his foot was highly 
unsuccessful. 


[Back to Table of Contents] 
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Chapter 2 


"They're going to be slinging mud here!" Angela exclaimed 
as she rounded the corner of the dimly lit hallway. Aiden 
followed close behind, trying to maintain pace with Angela's 
brisk stride. 


"Where did this start?" 


"Well, we know there is nothing organized here by the 
Repubs, but they are organized and have gone ballistic on 
Twitter and Facebook promoting this environmental protest 
rally." 


"And how did we get involved?" Aiden asked. 


"The casino project, the land they're clearing for it. Phil 
made a few... comments." 


"What sort of comments?" Aiden grabbed at Angela's 
shoulder and pulled it back in an attempt to park her in 
place so he could receive further clarification. 


She stopped and leaned in to Aiden, lowering her voice. 


"He said it was more important that we have the tax 
revenue than the trees in the forest." 


A brief sigh, and she was back on her fast-paced trajectory. 
"Not very bright, huh?" She immediately stopped again. 
"Not even a month after hosting our environmental 
summit!" Deliberate quotation mark hand signals 
punctuated the environmental summit wording, further 
illustrating her frustration. 


"What are you doing here?" she quizzed Aiden. "I thought 
you said you wouldn't be in this morning." 
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"Oh. | just thought | would come in... when | saw it on the 
news." 


"But you said you didn't know what was going on?" 
"I, well, | wanted to hear it from you." 


After a brief pause, she looked Aiden in the eye, narrowing 
her gaze. "There's something you're not telling me, Aiden." 


Aiden just shrugged and proceeded down the hall, resuming 
his mimic of Angela's previously frenetic pace. He couldn't 
help but think that she was perhaps making too much of 
this whole situation. As they rounded the corner and 
bounded into the back office—they referred to it as the war 
room—it became apparent that she had not. On three 
different computer monitors, YouTube videos, Twitter 
messages, and internet news clips being played competed 
for the assembled group's attention. 


As Coordinator of Communications, Angela faced the 
daunting task of responding to the sudden chorus of outcry 
in response to the senator's politically unpopular 
commentary. 


"We could always show the breakdowns of the tax relief the 
gaming licensure will entail," she guessed while gently 
tugging at her bottom lip with freshly painted fingernails. 


"But that's not their issue!" a heavyset man in front of one 
of the computer monitors exclaimed. "There were plenty of 
places to locate the new casino development. It just seems, 
to them, that there should have been efforts in both 
progress and in preservation, that's all." 


Looking at Aiden and Angela, he added, "I still don't know 
why they opted to locate it there. And don't you think it 
looks a little suspicious that the casino developer just 
happened to 20 
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choose a location right next to property that the Brenton 
family owns?" 


Angela just paused and made a decision not to respond and 
instead just stared blankly. 


"It's just a matter of time before they start asking questions 
about that," he added. 


"Whose side are you on?" Angela asked, shaking her head 
back and forth. "Okay, when is this protest event?" 


"It looks like this Wednesday night, eight, at the Community 
Park," Aiden answered, gleaning information from a monitor 
nearby. 


"Let the council know we want to reserve the gazebo in the 
park for a press conference at seven thirty." Angela nodded 
to another person in the room. "Make sure the senator has 
something important already scheduled. Got it? He's not 
going to say anything more. We're taking it from here!" 


Aiden began studying the video screens, assessing the 
situation in preparation for the impending confrontation. 


Being the new guy, he guessed that everyone would judge 
his leadership skills from this point on by how this very 
situation got resolved. Failure was not an option for Aiden 
Montgomery. Nor is not looking good, he also thought. 


His attention was split between campaign strategy and 
wardrobe choices. What looks good on camera? Hmmm.... 


The complexities of life as a political consultant. 
[Back to Table of Contents] 
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Chapter 3 


The life of a logger is never an easy one. That was what 
Rafe recalled his father telling him as he tightened the lines 
on the rigging used to stack logs on the tractor-trailers for 
transport. Two of his workers failed to show up, and he was 
working double-time to get things prepared for the day's 
work by checking off items he'd written on an old wooden 
clipboard. Safety checks on the skyliner apparatus, used to 
transport the logs once they were cut, were next on his 
agenda. 


"Tony!" Rafe bellowed into the air. "Did you secure this 
rigging?" 


"| did yesterday! It's ready to go!" The voice emerged from 
beyond a pile of logs. "I'll be over." 


Rafe tugged at the thick steel wire and released it. "It's not 
snug here," he said, almost to himself. Retrieving a large 
wrench, he began tightening a large bolt that pulled tension 
on the wire. 


It began with a subtle "ting" noise, followed by an 
unraveling sound that instantly rose in volume. A loud 


"thwack" sent the wire springing forward, connecting with 
Rafe's arm and yanking it in its unyielding forward 
trajectory. 


Faster than he could comprehend what had happened, Rafe 
was thrown to the ground with a laceration to his arm, 
instantly revealing ruby blood color staining his shirt and 
pooling on the ground. 
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Having just rounded a corner, Tony stood motionless as the 
blur of steel cable sliced the air in front of his face, missing 
him by mere inches. The noise of steel cable and sturdy tree 
wood making contact reverberated through the woods 
behind them as the tension gradually subsided on the line. 
Random branches sprang back to their original positions, 
ending the cacophony of eerie whipping sounds. 


Rafe propped himself up with his left arm, pushing his torso 
up and off the ground. 


"Everyone okay!?" he shouted, quickly noting the number of 
guys he had on crew today. Six total. Two didn't show. 


Four men. 


He looked over, and his eyes met Tony's stare, frozen in 
place along with his entire body. Rafe wondered if he was 
possibly hit and the shit just hadn't hit the fan yet. He 
morbidly recalled hearing the stories of men being sheared 
in half in similar situations. Scrambling to his feet, he 
grasped his arm and staggered toward Tony. 


"You Okay? You okay?" he asked in time with each step he 
took, dragging his left leg that failed to respond to 
commands properly after being pinned below him when he'd 
gone down. 


Tony snapped out of his daze and looked down at himself, 
overcoming the fear of what, perhaps, that visual inventory 
might reveal. With relief he realized that he was not hit. He 


carefully patted his legs and torso with his hands in an effort 
to assure himself of that fact. 


"I'm fine," he whispered, and retreated to the ground, 
Slumping to a seated position and sighing. Rafe made it 
over to Tony and joined him on the ground as two other men 
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running toward them, yelling loudly, inquiring about each 
other's safety status. 


Rafe grimaced in pain as he turned to the approaching men. 
He took a deep breath, relieved to count: one, two, three... 
four. 
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Chapter 4 


"Five, six, seven, eight...." Aiden continued counting off the 
pushups as he rose and fell toward the wooden deck in the 
Marine-style prostrate position. He loved taking in the fresh 
morning air while exercising on the deck just outside of the 
senator's bedroom. Having spent another night at his house, 
he was now enjoying the free time with the entire place to 
himself. Senator Brenton had requested that Aiden go in to 
the office an hour or so after he did, in an effort to avoid any 
indication that they were perhaps together. Aiden didn't 
even attempt to explain the flawed logic behind that 
rationale and instead decided to enjoy the delay as an 
opportunity for some exercise. 


Jumping up from his horizontal position on the deck floor, he 
then extended his left leg up onto the deck rail, stretching 
his arms forward and leaning over and across the length of 
his leg. The movement placed tension on and stretched his 
calf muscles and midsection. His bare torso connected with 
the musculature of his thigh as he pressed forward. The 
loose white boxer shorts he had on stretched tight across his 
backside, making them appear almost see-through. His 
chest glistened in the morning sunlight as the sweat 
accumulated on his morning workout-glazed torso. 


The sound of wood creaking behind him made him freeze 
his repetitious movements. He swung around, still stretching 
downward, and a set of rugged work boots came into his 
field of vision a few feet in front of him. Stretching up, he 
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figure disturb the stream of sunlight, which prevented a 
clear view of the man standing in front of him. Placing his 
hand over his eyes in a makeshift salute, he attempted to 
shade the view. 


"Mr. Brenton?" the figure asked. 


Aiden changed his footing and angle to better greet the 
stranger without the distraction of morning sunlight in his 
eyes. "Ah, no, I'm Aiden. | work for Senator Brenton, 
though." 


"Senator?" the man questioned. 


"Yeah, Senator. Can | help you?" Aiden asked as he surveyed 
the man standing in front of him. A mixture of familiarity 
and novelty confused his racing mind, which was still reeling 
from the recent cardiovascular stress. 


"I'm Rafe McCafferty." He extended his left hand and nodded 
an acknowledgment to his bound right arm. An awkward 
handshake followed. 


"I'm logging the project nearby." He indicated direction by 
flinching his bandaged arm toward the work site in the 
distance. "| need to speak to the property owner here," he 
added. 


"He's not here, but if there's anything | can help you with...." 


"Where can | find this Senator Brenton?" Rafe asked, placing 
a peculiar emphasis on the word "senator." 


"What's your problem?" Aiden quipped, drawing his eyes 
nearly closed, indicating his increasing skepticism. 


"The problem I have is that someone has a problem with me 
clear-cutting this property. My equipment was vandalized. 
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| nearly lost a man yesterday on my site!" Rafe's anger and 
frustration levels becoming more apparent, he tried to calm 
his tone by taking a deep breath. 


"And what does that have to do with him?" Aiden asked. 


"Well, it's usually the landowner who has a problem with it, 
whenever it's a government contract. So | thought | would 
start here." 


"Perhaps you need to change your attitude and not earn so 
many enemies, sir." Sarcasm laced Aiden's retort. 


"What?" Rafe replied in shock. "You...." Pointing a finger at 
Aiden's bare chest, he took first notice of the man's smooth 
physique, and he swallowed hard. Regaining composure, he 
made a concerted attempt to regain control of the 
conversation. 


"You need to let the senator know that if he has any 
problems with me on this property, come and talk to me. | 
have original surveys that show this is indeed his property, 
and if he has a beef with the government about it, them 
saying that it isn't, he needs to address it with them." 


"He /s the government, jackass!" Aiden challenged. "And 
that's not his property over there." 


"That's debatable," Rafe countered. Shaking his head, he 
took another visual inventory of the man in front of him. He 
glanced a second time at the ribbed edge of the boxer 
shorts as they hung low on Aiden's abdomen, revealing a 
muscular, V-shaped frame to the thin treasure trail of fine 
hair that traced its way under the white cotton. For a second 
they looked each other in the eye, each pausing because 
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knew who was up next in their impromptu retort 
competition. 


Both paused, lost in the brief stare. 


"Just have him come to me if he needs to talk." Rafe turned 
to walk away. As he proceeded to the stairs that led off the 
deck, he paused and looked over at the deck railing. 


He picked up the set of binoculars that were sitting there, 
looking back to Aiden while he did so. Glancing over to the 
distant woodline, he got his geographic bearings on where 
his logging site was in proximity. 


"Seen anything exciting lately?" he asked with a wide-eyed 
and exaggerated questioning look. 


"No," Aiden dryly responded, his head shaking back and 
forth. "Nothing impressive at all." 
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Chapter 5 


"This is impressive!" the animated voice over a bullhorn 
proclaimed. "What a huge turnout!" 


From under the cover of the historic park gazebo, Aiden and 
Angela spied on the small crowd of environmentalists as 
they congregated nearby. Heated conversations within the 
crowd clearly indicated their opposition to the deforestation 
of land for the casino development. Recent political rancor 
over the approval of table games in the already permitted 
slot-machine parlors was front and center in the news daily. 


Proponents of the new casino development also made their 
presence known at the frenzied gathering. 


Aiden adjusted the positioning of a podium in the back area 
of the rustic structure. A political sign bearing Senator 
Brenton's name was placed front and center on it. A few 
media persons were gathered there, notepads and cameras 
in hand, while a television reporter roamed the grounds 
gathering footage of commentary from the crowd carrying 
signs and chanting environmental conservation mantras. 


"Are we ready?" Angela asked Aiden. 


"We're ready," he replied, and tugged at his tie in an effort 
to make it straight. Aiden felt a rush of adrenaline course 
through his body. This opportunity or any other platform to 
advance his career and gain exposure was a welcome 
occasion for him. He pictured in his head the sign on the 
front of the podium reading, "State Senator Aiden 
Montgomery." 


He also pictured the money, the cars, and the homes that 
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title would inevitably buy as well. He forced an emerging 
smile off his face as he straightened his tie in anticipation of 
his address to the crowd. 


Aiden gave a quick wink to Angela and made his way 
around to the back of the podium. Tapping the microphone, 
he cleared his throat in an attempt to attract attention. "If 
we could have everyone's attention, please?" 


"You've got our attention!" was shouted back and could be 
heard clearly over the crowd. A wiry young man holding a 

sign that read "Trees! Not Cheese!" emerged at the front of 
the room and stood directly in front of Aiden at the podium. 


His manner of dress could best be described as rapper 
meets goth. Long black hair, heavy eyeliner, and a nose 
piercing gave his seemingly sleek and gentle face an 
imposing look. 


"Trees!" he yelled. "Not cheese!" 


Aiden just looked at him in a blank and questioning manner. 
"Cheese?" he queried. 


"Cheese." The young man lowered his sign and tilted his 
head. His brow furrowed to reveal a few lines across his 
placidly pale skin. "Cheddar... hello? You know, money?" he 
sarcastically quipped. 


"| don't speak thug," Aiden replied, and quickly dismissed 
him with a grab of the microphone and a refocus of his 
attention to the side of the podium. "May | have your 
attention, please?" 


The young man loosened his grip on the sign, and it fell to 
his side. His eyes narrowed on Aiden, and the stern look 
went unnoticed. 
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Once Aiden had welcomed the media, he turned the 
presentation over to Angela, who spoke about Senator 
Brenton's platform commitment to environmental concerns 
and his obligation to a political promise of tax relief. She 
balanced those concerns with the need for development 
projects such as the casino expansion. 


From his position at the sidelines, Aiden spotted a tall figure 
enter the rear of the gazebo. The casual stroll the man took, 
accented with an occasional subtle limp, made him stand 
out among the animated crowd. Rafe McCafferty came into 
view and made definitive eye contact with Aiden as he 
paused and leaned against a wooden support post near the 
entrance of the gazebo. He placed his arms in a cocky 
fashion, folding them across his broad chest. A cocky grin 
emerged on his face as he made a tipping motion on the bill 
of his tattered baseball cap. 


Aiden let out a subtle gasp in reaction to the obvious 
display. 


How bold of him! What in the world could he be doing here? 


Angela's slick presentation lacked nothing, least of all detail 
or statistics. Some in the crowd scoffed at times, and 
heckling could be heard at certain intervals. Questions were 
leveled as to who made the decision to locate the casino 
development adjacent to the senator's property line. But 
nothing could match the effect of one man's question when 
Rafe McCafferty finally spoke up. 


"So, tell me, Angela, is it worth killing for?" Rafe questioned 
loudly. 
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The outburst garnered the full attention of the assembled 
media, and Rafe delivered a statement in a forceful 
monotone. "I'm Rafe McCafferty, and | was hired by the 
casino development company to log the area in question 
here." Sounds of jeers emerged, and then, with the full 
attention of the suddenly quieted group, he continued. 


"Two nights ago, someone tampered with and sawed into 
boxes of our equipment, and an employee of mine came 
within inches of losing his life as a result. So, what | want to 
ask you so-called environmentalists is this. Is it worth killing 
for?" 


With that, the crowd erupted in spontaneous chatter and 
finger-pointing. Aiden returned to the microphone, pressing 
Angela out of the way and taking the mike in his hand. 


"Mr. McCafferty, please. We are trying to make people aware 
of what we can do...." 


"You're not trying to help anything here," Rafe cut him off. 


"You're trying to get your politician reelected." Although not 
on microphone, Rafe's booming voice and bold enunciation 
carried as much weight as Aiden's magnified one. 


"Sir!" Aiden implored, squinting his eyes into a nearly closed 
State. 


"Rafe. Please call me Rafe," he said in a surprisingly calm 
manner. 


"I am going to have to ask you to leave!" Aiden shouted, 
and contemplated why this man evoked such a definitive 
response from him. It was a definitively negative response. 


This man is trouble, he assured himself. Asking him to leave 
was the least of what he would like to do to this cocky guy. 
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"Fine. But I would like to make one statement to the press 
first." Rafe continued to address the crowd but focused 
more closely on the news camera that accompanied one of 
the reporters in attendance. 


"| would like to offer a $5,000 reward for any information 
leading to the arrest of the person or persons who tampered 
with my equipment. My office trailer was ransacked too. So 
if anyone here is looking for something there, whatever it is, 
come and see me. We'll talk. I'll be staying at the site 24-7 
to ensure my crew's safety until the project is complete. You 
can reach me there." 


Aiden covered the microphone and leaned in to Angela. 
"Make sure security gets him off the property here." 


Aiden watched as Angela proceeded to speak with a local 
police officer and led him toward Rafe. He shrugged, shifting 
his head back and forth in disbelief. Rafe looked at Aiden in 
a cold, hard stare as he was ushered away. 


This man is trouble, indeed. Trouble, indeed. 
[Back to Table of Contents] 
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Chapter 6 


There was a declining feel to the chill in the evening air. 


Aiden zipped up his windbreaker to the top in an effort to 
stave off his own matching drop in body temperature. He 
proceeded across the barren field of wheat grass, all the 
while wondering why he was there. 


Turning back to look at the lighted windows of the senator's 
house in the distance, he gauged direction to the logging 
site and proceeded over the uneven terrain and through the 
lightly wooded thicket. 


There was no way that this Rafe character was going to 
level accusations and hijack press conferences and not 
expect to be investigated, Aiden thought to himself. 


What he expected to find was completely undefined, and 
yet he was drawn to seek out answers to questions that he 
had yet to even form. Perhaps visiting the site itself could 
help formulate those questions and quiet his unnerved mind 
about the whole situation. Questions he asked the senator in 
regard to the land situation were skirted and remained 
unanswered. Aiden knew there was something to be gained 
by gathering information himself. He was not about to be 
left out of the proverbial loop. 


Reaching a newly hewn roadway cut through the forest, he 
stomped his boots to rid them of the mud and debris 
clinging to them. Peering up the road, he could see in the 
distance the glint of silver equipment reflecting the moon's 
distinct rays. 


Once he neared the site, he began to hear sporadic 
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of some sort. Stopping to listen, he confirmed the noises 
were coming from the area in front of him. 


Could it be the vandals? he thought as he retreated to the 
edge of the road, maintaining close proximity to the thick 
forest cover should escape be necessary. He slowly made 
his way up the road, and a silhouetted figure gradually 
came into view. 


The figure was hand loading logs onto a low-lying flatbed 
trailer. As Aiden neared the man, he began to assess the 
scale of the figure against the dimly lit tree line. Although 
still unable to see the face or specific features, Aiden 
confirmed it could only be the frame of one person that size 
and height; it was Rafe. 


A short stump on the ground connected with his stride and 
sent him into a sudden fall, breaking his intent stare. 


Catching himself, he stopped to ponder again exactly why 
he was there. Curiosity was one thing, but being alone in 
the deserted woods with Rafe McCafferty didn't seem at all 
like the safest plan at the moment. 


Certainly not with the lumberjack's cocky disposition, his 
quickly errant attitude, or his blatantly muscular torso. 
Wait... 


what? Rafe was now becoming visible in the slight 
moonlight, and he was shirtless. 


Still holding his arm close to his side in a makeshift sling 
he'd fashioned from a well-worn flannel shirt, Rafe bent 
over, grabbed a thick log with his left hand, and jockeyed it 
against his side to maneuver it more securely onto a stack 
of logs on the low trailer bed. Tugging at it, he finally 
managed control over the thin log, measuring about ten feet 
in length. 
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Approaching in the cover of darkness and still closely 
following the edge of the road, Aiden debated approaching 
the man to inquire whether he had learned anything about 
the incident or even if he was perhaps willing to apologize 
for disrupting the press conference the day before. Aiden 
knew that was wishful thinking but still entertained the 
notion. 


Hearing this seemingly unrepentant man apologize would 
be sweet indeed. 


"Are you going to help me here at all?" Rafe shouted over at 
Aiden, brushing his brow with the already sweat-stained 
makeshift sling. 


Aiden stopped and entertained responses while he absorbed 
the fact that he was apparently not approaching as 
clandestinely as he'd thought. 


"What?" 


"I'm down an arm here, thanks to you and your buddies. 


Freaking protestors!" Rafe added in a gruff tone, and 
gestured to the troublesome log, encouraging Aiden to 
answer his call for help. 


"| can assure you, I, we had nothing to do with that." 


Aiden made quick strides over toward the man, sending the 
clear message that he was not, nor would he ever be, 

intimidated by Rafe McCafferty. The clearing he walked into 
splashed moonlight on his face and illuminated his features. 


Fascinated by the lack of artificial light and the pure 
luminescence of the moonlight, he stared briefly at his 
hand, flipping it over, bouncing light off it as he turned it 
over and over again. 
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"How can you be so sure?" Rafe inquired. "Your senator 
seems to have accumulated a list of enemies, from what | 
saw the other day." 


"Senator Brenton has a stellar record on environmental 
concerns. The issue here is about preserving land that we 
determined to be of better use as a—" 


"Save the stumping for guys like myself!" 
Aiden returned to grappling with the log. "Stumping?" 
"Yeah, stumping," Rafe stated flatly. "Political stumping. 


Isn't that what you do?" 


Aiden pondered his point. "Well, | guess." 
"You guess?" 


"Yeah, | do," he acknowledged. Aiden's face reddened in 
frustration. 


"Well, that's what | do too." Rafe finally wedged the log into 
place on his own. 


"Stumping?" Aiden questioned again. 


"Yes. Stumping." Rafe gestured in the direction of the forest 
where the trees were clearly missing, revealing only a 
smattering of short stumps on the ground. 


Aiden acknowledged his eventual understanding with a 
Slight nod. His tightly squinting eyes continued their 
evaluation of the peculiar man. 


"So, if you could kindly tell your people to back off, | would 
greatly appreciate it," Rafe then bluntly added. 


"| can assure you that we have no influence over them!" 
Aiden snapped in reply. 


"Well, someone was here again, today." Rafe stopped and 
attempted a more serious tone. "They're apparently looking 
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for something. My office trailer was rifled through. The 
toolboxes over there too." 


"What are they looking for?" 


Rafe stepped away from the trailer and walked over to 
Aiden. Rubbing his hands free of debris, he gradually 
emerged into the moonlit clearing. "Now that's a question | 
was hoping you might be able to shed some light on." 


Aiden approached and looked into his eyes, skeptically 
trying to read his intentions. The technique, however, only 
yielded more questions. Aiden swallowed hard and broke his 
stare, offering just an obligatory shrug in response. 


Rafe sighed, shook his head, and sauntered back over to the 
pile of logs on the ground. He picked up a spindly specimen 
off the top and tucked it under his arm, dragging it behind 
him on the ground. 


"Well, what are you doing here then?" 


"| could ask you the same question," Aiden quickly snapped 
back. 


"Just sorting through some logs," Rafe replied, continuing his 
task. 


"| can see that. Where are you taking them?" Aiden noted 
that the trailer was hitched to the blue pickup truck he'd 
once spied from the senator's back deck. "Are you stealing 
these from public lands? Because that is not—" 


"Oh shut up, Mary Sue!" Rafe cut him off. "These are chip 
logs. Take a look!" 


"Huh?" Aiden shrugged, not liking the fact that he was 
totally out of his intellectual element here. 
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"Chip logs, chippers!" He motioned over to the large wood 
chipping machine that stood silently across the road. A large 
pile of mulch-like wood particles lay in a large pile behind it. 


"And besides... this is not state land. This is private 
property," Rafe added with an overly assured tone. 


Aiden perked up with the confidence of knowing he was now 
back to being equipped with proper information. He was 
sure to captivate the Neanderthal lumberjack with his 
response. 


"No, | checked into this whole project after you made your 
little surprise visit at the press conference. | spoke with the 
county mapping department. This is all part of the property 
acquisition related to the casino development. It is, and 
always has been, state property." 


“Depends who you believe," Rafe responded in a matter-of- 
fact tone. 


"What are you saying?" 


"Well, the maps that the government provided seem to lack 
a basis in reality. Not to mention geography and topography. 
Or common sense, for that matter. Mountains don't move 
and neither does a stream like that one there." 


Aiden made a grand sweeping motion with his 
unencumbered arm. 


"I'm going ahead and following their orders, but | have used 
my father's topography books since | was a kid, and there 


was never any discrepancy in the past." 


Flashing his eyebrows up in a wide-eyed gesture, he 
shrugged and proceeded to the cab of his pickup. Sensing 
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McCafferty Logging map book from behind the truck seat. 
He showed Aiden the same discrepancy that he'd pointed 
out to the county assessment worker. Tossing it onto the 
hood of the truck, he again shrugged and returned to the 
pile of lumber, resuming the stacking process. 


“That doesn't make any sense." Aiden broke his stare at the 
book to look up at Rafe. 


"Why doesn't it? The Brenton family has always been here. 


Your precious senator has been involved with awarding the 
licenses to the casino developer. Coincidence? How well do 
you know your precious senator?" The sly smile that 
emerged on Rafe's face indicated he might know something. 


Intimidated by the course this line of questioning might be 
taking, Aiden proceeded to defuse the conversation. "What 
are you taking these logs for?" 


"Projects," Rafe answered, and resumed his plea for help by 
nodding to the log in his arm. Aiden reluctantly walked to 
the rear of the trailer and hoisted the tail of the log onto the 
others beneath it. 


"What kind of projects?" Aiden pressed as they walked over 
to the stack of logs on the ground. 


"Do you work for the Enquirer?" 


"Here, this one's nicer," Aiden pointed out as he yanked the 
log out of Rafe's grip and reached for another log to put in 
its place. Rafe stopped and watched him as Aiden defended 
his rationale for the change. 


"Look, it's much straighter and doesn't have all that extra 
growth at the top. See?" Aiden scrunched his face in a 
disapproving acknowledgment of the gnarled log. 
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"That's the problem with you young people today." Rafe 
shook his head and tucked the one he originally picked 
under his arm once again. Aiden relented and picked up the 
tail end, following him to the trailer. 


Laughing, Aiden asked, "What's wrong with us today?" 


"Yeah, everything has to be perfect, doesn't it? There's 
always something better!" Rafe threw the log on the pile, 
Stripping it from Aiden's grip with the intention of sending 
him a message. 


"What? It's a log, Rafe," Aiden retorted. "Get over it!" 


Surprised that Aiden had used his name, he calmed his 
reply. "Yeah, it's just a log. That's what they all say." 


"They do? Who?" 


"Well, take a look at yourself, Aiden. I'm guessing that you 
spend half of your life in a gym. I'd be willing to bet that the 


shoes you have on now cost more than my pickup did when 
| bought it. And somehow, | just have a feeling that your 
parents probably put you through a school with ivy on the 
front door. Am I right?" 


Aiden just looked back in a puzzled expression. "No?" he 
answered with a question. 


"No?" Rafe snapped. "Well, what was I off on?" 
Aiden sneered. "I got student loans too." 


"Oh, so you had to grovel for a student loan?" Rafe taunted. 
"Feel so bad for you." 


"What's your problem, dude?" Aiden asked, regaining his 
composure. "You seem like you have more issues than, than 
Vogue!" 
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Rafe stopped, looked quizzically, and fought to hide an 
emerging smirk. " Vogue?" he repeated sarcastically. 


"Okay, well, Lumberjack Weekly." Aiden smiled, unable to 
keep himself from doing so too. "You get the point." 


"You're right. | get the point." Rafe deliberately took a deep 
breath, realizing that he was recalling wounds from his past 
and applying them to his conversation with Aiden. 


"It just seems like all of you young guys don't look at the 
world outside of your rose-colored glasses, that's all." Rafe 
immediately stopped and turned around to gather another 


log. "You and Gary could have been cracked out ofthe same 
shell." 


"Boy, that's original," Aiden accused. "You o/d men don't 
know what is important at all... and who is Gary?" 


"Never mind." Realizing that he didn't want to continue 
talking about it, Rafe again cooled the conversation with an 
even calmer tone. "Sorry, I'm just on edge here, with 
everything that's been going on and all." Peering under the 
brim of his hat, he looked at Aiden to gauge the 
effectiveness of his attempt at reconciliation. 


"| know. Me too. That's why | came here tonight. | was 
hoping to learn something about who, or even what, 
happened here. Is your guy okay?" 


"Yeah. He's fine. Just shook up," Rafe replied as he steadied 
another log onto the trailer. "He'll be back on the site 
tomorrow." 


"And your arm?" 
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"I'll live." Rafe turned around to return to the stack of 
waiting logs but paused and turned back around to face 
Aiden. "But | should call it a day here and get these home." 


“Here, take my cell number, and if anything comes up, give 
me a call." 


After they exchanged phone numbers next to the pickup 
truck, Rafe fumbled with his keys and stood directly in front 
of Aiden but had difficulty making eye contact. Something 
was stirring in Rafe McCafferty, and he did not like it one bit. 


Old feelings were being stirred. He had been down this road 
before, and he was determined not to traverse it again. 


"Here, let me put this back for you." Aiden picked the map 
book off the truck's hood. 


"No, I'll get it," Rafe said hastily, reaching for it at the same 
time. 


Their simultaneous actions resulted in a collision that 
brushed their cheeks against one another. They made 
lingering eye contact as they slowly separated. 


"| got it," Aiden replied almost silently. Rafe pulled his 
injured arm in closer and allowed Aiden to pick up the book. 


After opening the door, Aiden reached for and pulled the 
lever to release the seat back. He noticed that the seat and 
floor of the cab were covered with brown paper bags, each 
with an evergreen sapling poking up through its crumpled 
paper neck. 


There must have been thirty or forty neatly packed 
evergreen stems tightly lined in rows. 


Aiden carefully returned the leather-bound book to the 
space he'd seen Rafe retrieve it from. There was more to 
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man than he thought. Much more, perhaps... and he didn't 
like it one bit. 
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Chapter 7 


Aiden nervously tapped on the steering wheel as he drove 
to the senator's house. He hated lying to Angela about his 
relationship with the senator, and a sense of dread was 
filling his mind as a result. What if Angela found out? How 
could he face being her boss as campaign manager when 
she would then suspect that he got the job for seemingly 
obvious reasons? 


Aiden also could not shake the feeling that he was being left 
in the dark on some details within the congressional 
Campaign. He'd noticed that Angela had been very 
preoccupied lately, and the senator was frequently having 
private conversations and meetings that were not 
documented or reported on. 


This was all getting just too complicated, Aiden thought. 


His maneuvering himself into the senator's bed had yielded 
what he'd wanted—the job and the access—yet Aiden was 
beginning to wonder if the price was perhaps too high. He 
also pondered why this new position and the higher salary 
he was now getting had not made him happy and content 
the way he'd expected it would. A sinking feeling was 
tugging at his gut. Aiden wondered if it was guilt. 


At what point does the price of compromising one's 
principles become too costly? 


He pulled into the senator's circular driveway and parked his 
car near the front door. The incandescent light emanating 
from the windows confirmed that the senator was there. 
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Hoisting his laptop case's strap over his shoulder, he walked 
toward the immense and inviting doorway and noted an 
uneasiness building within him. 


Turning the knob, he marveled at the door's hefty presence. 
Having always entered through the back garage entrance, 
this was a new experience for Aiden. Closing it behind 
himself, he was reminded of why he was here. This was 
what he was after! The stately room with antique formal 
furnishings put a slight smile on his previously distraught 
face. 


This is living. 


Once in the foyer, he cupped in his hand the glass 
ornaments that dangled from the crystal candlesticks on the 
curved table just inside the doorway entrance. Looking up to 
the mirror on the wall above it, he adjusted his hair slightly. 


Just right. 
Everything, in fact, seemed just right now. 


Well, everything except for the odd soundtrack of noises 
coming from down the hall off of the living room ahead. 


Definitely out of place, he thought as he regained his 
composure, snapping out of his Lifestyles ofthe Rich and 
Famous daydream. 


Sounds of distress? he thought. 


Squinting at himself in the mirror, he strained his senses to 
better hear the unidentified sound. The tiny hairs on Aiden's 
neck stood up, and he rushed to meet the origin of the 
sounds. As he rounded the corner and proceeded down the 
hall, aspoken word confirmed that the vocalizations were 
not of someone in peril, but of one in pleasure. 
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"Yes!" the muffled voice exclaimed. 

Pushing the slightly ajar bedroom door open, a second 


"Yes!" was now clearly heard and in sync with the sight of 
Senator Brenton straddling a young man on his bed. That 
beautiful, plump, white sleeping aid that Aiden had coveted 
just a few nights before was now defiled. Instantly, the 
naked senator appeared slovenly. Unattractive. Pathetic. 


"Hello, Phil," Aiden asked sharply. "Entertaining?" 


Startled and suddenly motionless, the senator withdrew his 
sexual penetration and twisted to face Aiden, his mouth 
widely agape. 


"Wha...." He attempted speech and needed to clear his 
throat to allow the sound to take shape. "What are you 
doing here?" 


A clear view of the young man in his bed could now be seen. 
"You have got to be kidding me," Aiden exclaimed as he 
recognized the punk kid who'd taunted him at the rally. 


Apparently this was how this particular young man earned 
his 


"cheese".... Or "cheddar." Whatever, Aiden thought. 


Stretching for covers nearby, the senator unsuccessfully 
tried to hide by pulling at blankets, covering only his legs in 
the process. The young man pushed himself up against the 
headboard and crossed and pulled his knees to his chin, 
making no attempt to achieve any amount of modesty. His 
eyes darted back and forth between Aiden's and the 
senator's in a manner similar to one watching a tennis 
match. 


"| see you're busy. | guess you're interviewing campaign 
volunteers." 
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"Aiden!" The senator beckoned as he stood at the side of 
the bed, pulling the covers around him in a gown-like 
fashion which made him appear even more unattractive to 
Aiden. 


"Save it. I'll just end up writing an apology note to myself. 


I'm getting used to cleaning up your messes." Aiden turned, 
paused, and then picked up a damp towel that lay on the 
floor. A shower had apparently been the precursor to the 
activity he'd walked in on. 


"You'll be cleaning this up for yourself!" 


With that, he threw the towel over his shoulder as he quickly 
strode out the door. He didn't even notice that it fell a few 
inches short of the bed. In Aiden's mind, he pictured it 
snapping either one of the two of them in the face. He was 
happy with either one of those two scenarios that played 
out in his frustrated mind. 
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Chapter 8 


"Angela, are you free?" Aiden asked into his cell phone. 


"Oh, | haven't charged anything for years," came her snarky 
reply. "What's up?" 


"I need to talk to someone." 


Recognizing his serious tone, Angela changed hers to 
match. "Can you come over?" 


"I'm in your driveway." Aiden knew he needed to talk to 
someone and figured that she was both the least and most 
likely person to understand. Somehow it made sense to ask 
her advice. 


"Beep me up." 


On his approach to the apartment building lobby, he 
debated what level of honesty he was going to employ here. 


The debate ended when Aiden made a decision that seemed 
to make the most sense. 


Throughout Aiden's life, there had always been a prevailing 
sense of secrecy surrounding many aspects of it. Being gay 
and having to manage circles of friends on both sides of the 
proverbial fence with that was beginning to take its toll on 
his emotions. The idea of him harboring political aspirations 
would certainly necessitate hiding his true self from the 
public and even certain family and friends. It all seemed to 
be too much work for the now-tired person that pressed the 
button next to Angela's nameplate. Aiden was going to try 
full disclosure with someone for the first time. 


* OK OK OX 
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Rafe placed his cell phone back in his flannel shirt pocket 
only to retrieve it once again and blankly stare at it. After a 
brief sigh, he opened it and scrolled through the names in 
his contact list until the digital highlighter came to rest on 
the name "Gary." It had been a year since that particular 
button had been pressed, and Rafe pondered why he was 
tempted to do so right now. 


What good could come of him talking to the man who'd 
unraveled his life so completely? 


Their one-year relationship had ended in wrath and 
acrimony, after all. Rafe reluctantly recalled the times when 
Gary would chastise him for not having the right clothes, or 
the right haircut, or even the right job. Even back then, he'd 
begun to wonder if that was what love felt like for everyone 
or if it was just a "gay" thing. Gary had been Rafe's first 
male lover, and they had both reveled in the affectionate 
attention and sexual experiences that had marked the 
beginning of their courtship. 


Rafe, however, likened its duration to having an expiration 
date. He took note of the way that their relationship and 
those of their gay couple friends ended in such narrow 
timeframes. When Gary's head was turned by another man, 
the anger, jealousy, and infidelity crept in the door of their 
union and destroyed their bond. Everything had changed 
from that point on. Gary had become bitter, and Rafe had 
experienced bewilderment at the change in his personality 


that occurred. Rafe nearly shuddered at the thought of the 
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degradation and incessant criticism that had marked the 
end of their relationship. 


The wounds left as a result of their breakup had forced him 
to close off any and all emotions that could be misconstrued 
as love or affection. Loneliness, however, was beginning to 
replace the feelings of relief and independence he'd 
experienced when they'd finally called it quits over a year 
ago. Right now, the loneliness was speaking louder than the 
still easing pain of regret. And lust was ranking high in 
Rafe's consciousness. 


What's wrong with a no-nonsense, feeling-less fuck? He 
opened his phone again and pressed the button to make the 
call. 


It seemed like minutes before the phone began to ring. 


The vibration in his ear matched the stirring in his crotch as 
he thought of planting his cock in that smooth tight ass. 


What sweet relief that would be, he thought as the ringing 
continued. 


"Hello," the voice on the phone answered. 


"Aiden. It's Rafe." Snapping to consciousness, he clamped 
the phone shut, quickly realizing the error he'd made. 


Breathlessiy, he pondered his thoughts as realizations 
rushed through his mind. His rock-hard cock pressed solidly 
against its denim casing, and a no-nonsense, meaningless 
fuck was the /ast thing on his mind. Aiden Montgomery was 
apparently the first. 


KKK 
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"You what?!" Angela's sweet demeanor evaporated with the 
revelation that Aiden had been sleeping with the senator. 


"| don't know. | know." Aiden vacillated between arguing his 
good and bad judgment in the scenario. Tapping himself on 
the forehead, his fingers registered regret with each 
repeated touch. 


"What were you thinking?" she implored, and picked up the 
tall glass of beer that Aiden had requested. "Now | know 
why you need a drink. Now / need a drink!" 


"| don't know," came Aiden's only reply. 


"And | thought he was having an affair with that street kid 
from the protest." 


"What? You knew?" 
"That punk guy who made a scene at the protest rally? 


Yeah, | walked in on him and Phil at the office last week. 
Let's just put it this way: one of them was busy assisting the 
other. 


He didn't see me, and | got out of there." Angela gulped 
another long swig from the tall glass. 


"It had been going on for some time?" Aiden snapped. 
"Why didn't you tell me?" 
"Why didn't you tell me you were screwing the senator?" 


Angela retorted. "Besides, I'm done playing this game with 
Phillip." 


"What game?" 


"He asked me to keep it under cover." Once again, she 
employed her signature air quotes. "And he specifically 
begged me to not tell you, or anyone else for that matter, 
but specifically mentioned you. Now | know why." Leaning 
back into her leather sofa, she stared into space and began 
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piece together the tapestry of truth. "It's just like all the 
other stuff." 


"What do you mean?" Aiden asked, staring her in the face, 
not allowing her to escape the inquiry. 


“The property the casino development is on. It's partly on 
the senator's property. He made a sweetheart deal with 
Riverside Entertainment for the land in exchange for his 
favorable approval of them for the gaming license. We're 
talking big money here, Aiden." 


"So he was on the take?" Aiden asked, feverishly surprised. 


"Take?" she asked, her eyes opening wide. "What do you 
think is funding all the new congressional campaign strategy 
items?" 


Aiden thought to himself: And my salary. "How do you know 
all of this?" 


"There were text messages on his phone to someone, telling 
them about the site, and something about getting a map. | 
don't know." Angela took another deep swallow from the 
beer mug. 


"How do you know about what's in his texts?" 
"He's so freaking technologically challenged, Aiden." 


Angela reviewed her sense of obligation before carefully 
choosing her words and continuing. "He asked me to send 
them, and | sent them to my phone too." 


"Why would you do that, Angela?" Aiden chose his words 
carefully, not knowing who to trust at this point. 
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"The state is onto it, Aiden. Everything. I've been 
cooperating with them. They have been investigating the 
committee, the licenses, everything." 


"And Senator Brenton's involvement?" 


"Yeah," Angela replied softly. "It's all going to crumble, 
Aiden. They're closing in on him as we speak." 


Aiden shook his head and tried to comprehend the turn of 
events, beginning to deliberate options in his head. One 
thought came to the surface above all the others. "Wait. 
What did you just say about maps?" 


"In the texts, he was asking someone to get some maps," 
she replied. "I don't know." 


Aiden didn't like the picture that was emerging. Knowing 
what he knew about the senator, Phillip Brenton was not 
going to stop until Rafe McCafferty was out of the picture, 
thereby lessening the chance of anyone discovering the 
truth about the property transaction and his payoff 
involvement. If the authorities were closing in on it, the 
senator would be getting desperate at this point. 


"I've got to go." Aiden abruptly rose to his feet, knowing he 
would have to warn Rafe of what he knew. 


“Before you run off, Aiden Montgomery." She pointed to the 
ground and insisted he stay to hear what she had to Say. 


Aiden balked at her request but reluctantly stayed to hear 
her speak. 


"You need to take stock for a moment. Take a look at 
yourself, Aiden." She quieted her tone, indicating genuine 
concern. "What are you thinking by having an affair with the 
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senator? When are you going to take a minute and look at 
your life? What are you really after?" 


A studied look into Aiden's eyes revealed nothing. She 
continued. "All | see is someone who is desperate to get 
somewhere in his life. And where is that destination, Aiden?" 


"| don't know. | just want something or someone that sticks." 


"You know why nothing ever sticks, Aiden?" Angela asked, 
her voice losing its previously calm demeanor. "It's because 
you never look on the inside! You always look on the outside 
of everyone. It's the hair, the clothes, the abs, or the 
designer suit or the flashy car. Or the Senate seat, in this 
case. It has to be perfect, doesn't it? One of these days, 
Aiden, you're going to have to face a person and not their 
persona." 


Aiden sighed, turned to leave, and glanced at his image in 
the mirror above Angela's mantle. The person glancing back 
at him seemed a stranger. Chaos ruled his life, and ambition 
was the only fuel he was being propelled by. The carousel of 
his life was beginning to resemble a ride that he would 
prefer to get off of. Check, please! 
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Chapter 9 


Aiden pulled up the temporary logging road as far as he 
could in his car. The low clearance beneath it would not 
allow it to proceed around a bend where the mud 
underneath was more dense. Getting out ofthe car, he 
began to walk the remaining distance, hoping that Rafe had 
made good on his plan to stay onsite until the job was 
completed. A cell phone call he'd previously made had gone 
unanswered. 


The stark reality of uncertainty in his life became more and 
more concrete as he made his way in the dark. The chilling 
air made Aiden's breathing visible as he tried to steady his 
footsteps on the uneven road surface. He zipped the hoodie 
he'd thrown on and clasped his arms across one another, 
making his way into the forbidding darkness. 


* OK OOK OX 


Rafe stirred in the small cot he was sleeping on inside his 
cluttered work trailer. Sleep was like an elusive old friend to 
him lately. Concern over the work site, the protestors, and 
his life in general filled his thoughts. Restlessness clouded 
his mind, broken only by intense thoughts about Aiden. 
Names like "that self-absorbed prick" and "cocky little 
bastard" 


replaced the actual moniker of Aiden Montgomery in his 
random musings. 


Rafe would constantly remind himself of the results he'd had 
with his ex-boyfriend. Sure, the sex had been great with 


Gary, he thought as he thumbed the head of his cock and 
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stroked himself under his long johns. His mind was still 
reliving his former relationship, and the feelings of 
loneliness he was currently experiencing were becoming 
unbearable. 


Eventually, the chaos and drama that he'd experienced with 
Gary crept into his memories to tell the whole story. Truth 
was, Gary was the self-absorbed, cocky, little bastard that 
he saw glimpses of in Aiden. 


The recollection of Gary's dishonesty and the resulting 
infidelity caused a decrease of pressure in his hardening 
member. Literally. Rafe removed his hand from inside his 
underwear and turned over in the dusty cot. Aiden 
Montgomery is no different than all the others, he kept 
telling himself. So why can't I stop thinking about him? 


A rustling noise outside the nearly paper-thin walls of the 
trailer allowed him to escape his churning thoughts. He 
quietly sprang up to a sitting position and strained to hear 
more. Subsequent footsteps confirmed that someone was 
approaching the site. He jumped to his feet to investigate 
and pulled on his well-worn jeans, which were lying across a 
chair. 


He quickly slipped his bare feet into the work boots that sat 
next to his cot. Reaching for his shotgun, he attempted to 
quietly open the door, regretting his not maintaining its 
hinges better with a good dose of WD-40. A long creaking 
sound followed the opening movement. 


Rafe clumsily handled the shotgun in his left hand, a change 
of pace from his lifetime of using his right one for that 
purpose. He was confident in his marksmanship with it 
nonetheless. He could use his injured arm, too, if absolutely 
necessary, he thought. 
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Creeping around to the back of the trailer, Rafe peered to 
see down the length of the darkened roadway. It was 
vacant. 


He recognized that the noise was coming from a closer 
location. A metal snapping sound whirled him around to see 
a figure in the darkness near his logging equipment. Raising 
the shotgun in his left arm, he pointed the gun at the figure 
in the darkness. He whistled a shrill chirp to announce his 
presence. 


The man turned to look at Rafe, dropping a hacksaw in the 
process. Rafe fumbled with a pen flashlight he kept on his 
belt clip. A beam of light cut through the damp night fog. 
Rafe steadied the beam, keeping the gun leveled at the 
crouching figure, revealing a very breathless Senator Phillip 
Brenton. 
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Chapter 10 


"Looking for something?" Rafe shouted. 


Taking a deep breath, the senator charged forward, rushing 
into the clearing of light. "I need those maps," he slurred. 


"Listen, mister, you're on my jobsite, and you are in no 
position to demand anything," Rafe shouted back. "There's a 
barrel leveled at your forehead right now." 


Making his way to Rafe in a rushed pace, the apparently 
unfazed man was now in front of him, staring into his eyes 
and ignoring the firearm. 


"This is my property, and you know it," he snarled. 
"Senator Brenton," Rafe commented. "Interesting." 


"I'm not leaving here without the maps," he demanded 
while reaching into his breast pocket, producing a small 
revolver in his sweaty hand. 


Rafe resisted laughing and asked a simple question. "This 
really is your first rodeo, isn't it?" Waving the barrel of his 
shotgun in a taunting manner, he added, "Mine's bigger 
than yours." 


"I'm not going to let some redneck jackass stand in the way 
of my future." Senator Brenton's erratic behavior put Rafe 
somewhat at ease as he recognized that this man was 
entirely out of his element. For a second, he almost felt 
sorry for him. 


"Put the gun down, Senator." Rafe figured that he had been 
drinking, perhaps. Or was high. Do senators get high? 
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Unyielding and poking the small gun toward him, Brenton 
demanded, "Now tell me where the maps are!" 


"You're fucking nuts!" Rafe argued. "Everyone is going to 
find out that this is your property eventually." 


"You don't understand how the world works! I made more 
money off the sale of this part of my land than you will see 
in a lifetime. And my career is not going to be ruined by 
anyone else finding out!" 


"The truth always comes out, Senator." 


"You can't talk to a future congressman like that! And the 
truth is not going to come out. I've been keeping secrets 
longer than you have been alive. All | have to do is get rid of 
any evidence!" the senator boisterously replied, and then a 
hint of doubt crept into his words. "And | guess that means 
you too." 


Rafe recognized that this was not a rational argument he 
could win. Pulling all his effort to bear, he lunged at the man 
in an attempt to wrestle the weapon away from him. 


Overestimating his ability to respond with his injured arm, 
the attempt was only half-successful. He managed to eject 
the gun from the senator's grip but only after it went off and 
made contact with his shoulder. The overwhelming burn of 


searing flesh overcame him, and he dropped to his knees, 
grasping his shoulder in the process. 


"Ahh!" echoed in the dark forest air. 


* OK OK x 


The sharp sound of gunshot cut through the air, and Aiden 
abruptly stopped in place. He quickly sprinted into a full run, 
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heading toward the jobsite. Rounding the bend and entering 
the clearing, he came upon Rafe and Senator Brenton. 


Slouched on the ground, Rafe was facing Aiden, and the two 
locked eyes as Aiden came to a stop. The senator, with his 
back to Aiden, was fishing on the ground for the barrel of 
Rafe's shotgun. For the first time, Aiden looked into Rafe's 
eyes and saw the man behind the bravado. It was a split- 
second glimpse into the present reality. Memory flashes of 
the cocky look he typically received from this man conflicted 
with the current one. This look was one of complete and 
utter vulnerability. It was the same look he'd seen in the 
mirror upon leaving Angela's house. 


Aiden grabbed a short stump log just as the senator 
struggled to stand up with the shotgun in his hand. Aiden 
didn't think twice about using the wood as a weapon to 
subdue his boss, mentor, and one-time lover. The thought of 
Rafe McCafferty in peril was powerfully blunt. So was the 
blow that came to bear on the senator's head. Slumping to 
the ground, the senator slurred out an expression, ora 
word, and quietly went limp. 


Aiden and Rafe continued to stare at each other a moment, 
their eyes locked in a deep fascination. A coughing gasp 
broke their stare, and they checked to see that the senator 
was breathing. 


"He'll be fine," Rafe mumbled, and clutched his shoulder. 
"Are you okay?" 


Aiden stepped over the semi-conscious body and frantically 
pulled Rafe's shirt over his shoulder, stripping two buttons in 
the process. Rafe strained his neck to cock his head 61 
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downward to see the injury on his shoulder. He cautiously 
wiped away a layer of blood, revealing only a slight cut 
across the layer of skin on his muscular shoulder. He winced 
as he did so. 


"It's just a graze," he said. "Fucking idiot!" 


He grimaced and swiftly kicked dirt in the direction of the 
senator's prostrate body. 


"Call the police." 
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Chapter 11 


After a long night of questions and documenting 
statements, Rafe and Aiden sat quietly in a conference room 
at the police station. A crack of morning sunlight cast a line 
across the table in front of Aiden and flashed across Rafe's 
face at the opposite end. When the stream of light 
connected with his closed eyes, the illumination forced him 
out of his impromptu nap. Rafe's shoulder was cleaned and 
neatly bandaged in white gauze and tape, compliments of 
the prison doctor. 


The door to the small room suddenly opened, and a 
detective wearing a gray, rumpled suit walked in and sat 
with the two men. "His name is Troy," he said as he slid a 
picture across the table toward Aiden. "Is this him?" 


"Yeah, that's him," Aiden replied as he looked at the picture 
of the young man whom he caught with the senator. 


In the black and white computer printout picture, he looked 
scared and naive. 


"Yeah, | figured," the detective continued. "He came to us 
last night. He admitted to breaking into your equipment 
cases to find the maps. That's probably how your cables got 
sheared. The senator was willing to pay big bucks to get 
those maps, and apparently Brenton didn't want to get his 
fingers dirty." 


"You're kidding?" Rafe murmured. 


"No, the kid spilled the beans on him." He looked over at 
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getting worried that someone was going to get hurt out 
there. 


He told the senator that he wasn't going to vandalize your 
property anymore to get the maps, so apparently our 
wonderful Senator Brenton decided to take matters into his 
own hands last night! None of us took the kid seriously at 
first." 


"| didn't either," Aiden said to himself, choking down a 
sarcastic chuckle. "I didn't take him seriously, either." 


"Yeah, you can't blame us for not listening. | mean, the kid 
looks like a freak." The detective shook his head and 
laughed as he pulled the photo in for a closer look. 


Rafe glanced at Aiden, and they both registered a look of 
regret. Aiden thought about seeing Troy in bed with the 
senator, and he realized that had been judging him for 
doing the same thing that he had. They'd both been 
allowing themselves to be used as a way to gain access to 
the senator, to achieve what they wanted. It was all about 
the money and the access for the both of them. The more 
Aiden contemplated how he despised him originally, the 
more he realized that he truly disliked what he himself had 
become... 


selfish, shallow, and vacant. 


"We're keeping him here overnight for drug testing, 
although he doesn't seem to be high. | don't think he will be 
making bail though," the detective revealed with a smile. 


"He claims he only gave the senator the ecstasy to get him 
to talk. He says it's like truth serum." 


"Well, it didn't improve Brenton's aim at all, thank God," 


Rafe chimed in as he reminded himself of his wound by 
winding his shoulder in a small circle. 
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"What is he being charged with?" Aiden inquired. 

"Minor drug possession charges," the detective answered. 
"He had more ecstasy on him when we picked him up." 
"What's his bail set at?" Rafe asked. 

"Probably five grand, standard." 


"I'll be posting that on the way out." Rafe looked over at 
Aiden for approval. He was perplexed by the gesture until he 
recalled the reward offer that he'd made at the protest rally. 


Aiden nodded. 


"Well, we're all clear here. We may need a further 
statement, but I think we have everything we need right 
now. 


You're free to go." 


You're free to go. Go where? Aiden thought. 


His life was about to be totally uprooted. There would be an 
upcoming election and a new senator with his own 
connections and his own new staff. Being connected to a 
scandal was no banner to be placed on a resume and would 
likely serve as a scarlet letter for any future political 
affiliations. Aiden had never felt comfortable with the 
uncertainty that life often dealt, and the fact that he had no 
idea where he was to go from here made him miserably 
distressed. 


As they got up and retreated to the hall to leave, Rafe 
turned to Aiden and simply asked, "Take me home?" 


* OK OK OX 


Orange-hued rays of sunlight emerged on the horizon and 
cast long lines between the trees along the winding 
driveway. 


They sat in silence as Aiden's car made its way up the long 
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driveway to Rafe's house. The reality of recent events was 
still soaking into their tired minds, and words seemed 
useless to them both. Aiden's car, muddy from the previous 
night's trip to the jobsite, looked more like a seasoned work 
vehicle than a sporty coupe. 


He looked over at Rafe, and a set of longing eyes looked 
back. A smile appeared on Rafe's face, and he rested his 
hand on top of Aiden's and cupped it gently. 


"Thanks." 


"No problem," Aiden responded. "Thanks for saving me from 
that crazy man too." 


"No problem." His hand remained resting on top of Aiden's. 


They looked at each other again. Jolting bumps in the 
rugged surface forced his attention back to the road ahead. 
A smile finally emerged on Aiden's face and Rafe leaned 
forward to confirm its presence. Rafe brandished an equally 
impromptu smile as he let out a coughing laugn. Neither of 
the men could tell exactly why, but that look of longing and 
loneliness was beginning to vanish for the both of them. 
Perhaps brought on by the stress of recent events, Aiden 
was beginning to allow himself to feel a welcome sense of 
comfort and ease. Rafe was opening his mind to possibilities 
that may lie ahead. 


The car rounded a sharp bend, and a rustic log cabin came 
into view. Deeply set in the edge of a tall wood line, the 
cabin seemed to grow out of the forest and not dramatically 
impose itself on it. The frame of its structure was 
silhouetted by the rising sun and streams of light beside it, 
giving the scene a distinctly ethereal quality. 
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Rafe's smile widened at the sight of his humble abode. 


Aiden seemed equally charmed as he took in the unique 
beauty of the scene in front of him. 


"This is home," Rafe exclaimed as the car came to a stop at 
the end of the driveway. 


"Amazing." Aiden gawked as he opened the car door. "It's so 
unique." 


The structure was nothing like what he had seen in typical 
log cabin construction. It had a sort of old world charm in it 
that was not consistent in its building materials. Oddly 
shaped logs, all in different wood varieties, formed arches 
and doorways. The porch railings, typically perpendicular, 
were a scrawling of shapes and sizes but specifically placed 
to convey rhythm and artistic scale. Aiden tore his attention 
away from the structure when he heard the passenger door 
open. 


"Here, let me help you." Proceeding around to meet Rafe at 
the passenger side, he offered an arm to brace Rafe's exit 
from the vehicle. 


"Here." He placed Rafe's shoulder over his and turned him 
to face the porch stairs that greeted them. As they made 
their way toward the house, Aiden noticed different kinds of 
saplings, in bags and in fresh mounds on the ground, in 
various states of growth. Rows and rows lined a walkway to 
a Plexiglas greenhouse in the distance. Once they reached 
the stairs, Rafe began moving ahead of Aiden, who was 
taking note of details and intricacies in the unique log 
construction. 


"Chippers?" Aiden asked. 


Rafe stopped at the top of the stairs to turn around and look 
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everything has to be perfect to work out beautifully." The 
unusually shaped logs formed together and made works of 
architectural art. Aiden remembered the conversation that 
he and Rafe had had the first night they'd met on the jobsite 
and how he was eager to pass on the imperfect logs but 
Rafe was able to see through to their true beauty. This 
tangible illustration of the imperfect becoming harmoniously 
perfect registered a tinge of regret in Aiden's mind for the 
way he had misplaced his priorities. Through Rafe's eyes, he 
began to embrace this new idea of not seeking perfection 
and instead seeking substance. 


Rafe was also able to see his creation in a new light through 
Aiden's bright and awe-inspired gazes. A smile they shared 
as Aiden ascended the stairs hinted to one another that 
something was changing within them and a connection was 
being formed. Rafe noted that they were indeed not only 
standing at the threshold of his house but also on the 
precipice of a potential new future. Rafe fumbled with the 
rim of his pants pocket where his set of keys was encased. 
The collective toll of an aching arm and a newly injured 
shoulder slowed his attempt at progress. Aiden recognized 
his hardship and offered his hand by removing it from Rafe's 
shoulder. 


"Here, let me get it." 


As they looked at one other, Aiden gently plunged his hand 
into the front pocket of Rafe's well-worn jeans. Rafe 
immediately lost track of his painful conditions with the 
sensation of Aiden's touch on his thigh, separated only by a 
sheer cloth pocket lining. Breathing in deeply, Rafe noticed 
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that Aiden's hand was slightly shaking as the keys emerged 
from the denim pocket. 


"Here," he said, holding them up to Rafe's gaze, still looking 
him deeply in the eyes. 


"You go ahead, please," Rafe requested. 


Aiden pressed the key into the slot and found the proper 
alignment by wiggling it slightly and rotating it ninety 
degrees. Turning the hammered pewter knob, he pushed 
open the door, which made a wide arc, matching its 
imposing dimension. 


Aiden took in a sweeping view of the cozy cabin interior and 
sighed in amazement. Rafe proceeded to the wall outlet and 
turned on lights that illuminated the interior beyond what 
was already visible from the sunlit windows. The rustic 
interior was accented with western art, country textiles, and 
beautiful log and twig furnishings. Everything seemed to 
have a handmade arts-and-crafts aesthetic. Aiden took in 
the surroundings and walked around the room to admire 
more. 


"I'll get us some coffee," Rafe indicated. "Have a seat." 
"No, I'll get it." 


"Please, sit." Rafe approached Aiden and directed him to sit 
down on the comfortable couch that faced a set of picture 
windows and a wide stone fireplace. "I'm going to start a 
fire." 


Aiden just sat silently as Rafe headed to the fireplace and 
struck a long wooden match to the stack of loose wood 


already piled in the bottom of the fireplace. Slight crackling 
and popping sounds emanated as the kindling began to 
ignite. 
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seemed to wink at Aiden as he did so, although his eyes did 
not blink. 


He proceeded to the open kitchen adjoining the main room 
and began to add water to the coffee hopper. Aiden 
continued to take in the surroundings and admire the simple 
yet charming interior. Once the coffee began to heat, Rafe 
returned to the living room area and sat next to Aiden. 


"What do you think?" 
"It's totally you," Aiden replied. 


"What's that mean?" Rafe asked, barely able to conceal his 
emerging smile. He could easily read from Aiden's beaming 
face that it was likely a good thing. After so much adversity, 
these two men seemed bonded in common purpose and 
eager to share their happiness with each other. Both were 
finding it hard to contain their obvious contentment. 


"It means | really like what | see." 


"Ah, okay," Rafe coyly added. "Well, | can say the same 
thing." 


The lingering looks between the two finally converted into 
action when Aiden leaned in to kiss Rafe, who gratefully 


accepted the romantic advance with anticipation. Their 
mouths collided in soft pressings that quickly grew into 
aggressive pecks as their lips fused in passion. Once their 
mouths parted, Aiden moved his kissing onto Rafe's 
neckline, which was now covered in thick stubble. The moist 
suction on his attention-starved skin caused him to groan in 
approval. 


Aiden gently ran his fingers across the dimple on Rafe's 
chin. 


His hands trembled as they explored the contours of the 
rugged face. 
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Rafe's hands avidly sought out the shape and form of 
Aiden's shoulders as he traced them repeatedly. Aiden 
backed away a step and pulled his shirt over his head, 
exposing his bare chest to Rafe's yearning eyes. Rafe 
reached out, placed his thumb on Aiden's right nipple, and 
wrapped his fingers around his pectoral muscle and side. 
The contrast of his calloused and roughly textured hands 
making contact with the softer, hairless chest and shoulder 
sent electric shocks of passion through the two of them. The 
sensation literally stopped both of them and forced a 
lingering stare into one another's eyes. 


"You're beautiful," Rafe proclaimed, his hands searching for 
more skin to feel. 


Aiden grabbed his hand and stopped him to say, "You're 
beautiful too." 


Rafe just shook his head and pulled Aiden tightly into an 
embrace. They swayed in each other's arms as their cheeks 
slid along one another. 


"| always feel like a log that the mill won't take." Rafe 
sighed. "It's like I just don't fit in." 


"What?" Aiden whispered into his ear as their heads rested 
next to one another. 


"| just don't fit in." Rafe pulled away from their embrace, 
looking down at the ground. "Into the whole gay thing. | just 
don't." 


Aiden placed his hand under Rafe's chin, pulled it to align 
with his, and mouthed the question, " What?" 


"I don't like fashion. | don't know how to dance. | don't do 
drugs." He seemed to have a list that he had been waiting 
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get out. "I don't even know who the hell Lady Gaga is, for 
Christ's sake!" 


"What?" Aiden's thoughts finally took on the form of words. 
"That's crazy. You don't have to be like any of those things!" 


"Well, | wasn't gay enough for Gary. He left me for another 
guy just like you. He had the whole gay package... the tight 
abs, the perfect hair, the wealthy career. The exact opposite 
of me!" 


"Listen to me," Aiden implored. "I've lived that gay package 
life. | am that gay package life. And let me tell you, when 
that package is opened, it's just an empty box. I've been 
chasing that ideal, Rafe. I've been there and done that. 


You don't want to go there. Trust me." 


As Aiden spoke the words, the meaning of them became 
clearer, even to himself. Aiden was ready to leave a life of 
Shallow pursuits with even more shallow men. 


"Let's give us, aS a package, a shot." 
Rafe shook his head in disbelief and kissed Aiden longingly. 


He cupped the back of Aiden's head and rested it on his 
sturdy shoulder. 


"Okay," Rafe whispered. 
Aiden nudged his neck up so his mouth reached Rafe's ear. 
"And I'd like to get my hands on your package, Mr. 


McCafferty." They separated for a second, and smiles 
emerged on both of their faces. Within seconds they were 
re-engaged a tangled embrace. 


Aiden stood and helped Rafe up off the sofa. Rafe took the 
young man into his arms and embraced him aggressively, 
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forgetting again the injuries he'd sustained. The tight 
proximity of their bodies against one another ignited their 


sexual drive further, and they began to frantically undress 
each other in front of the now crackling fire. 


"Isn't this a little cliche?" Aiden mocked, nodding to the 
fireplace. 


"You ever had your chestnuts roasted on an open fire?" 


Rafe gruffly cupped Aiden's crotch, widened his eyes, and 
raised his eyebrows repeatedly. "Don't knock it 'til you try 
it." 


With that, they fell to the floor in intermingling laughter and 
kisses. The convivial mood quickly melted into a more 
solemn passion, as if the heat from the fire was enhancing 
the process. Rafe knelt in a straddling position across Aiden, 
who now lay shirtless on the handmade area rug. Looking 
him squarely in the eyes, he tightly grasped the sides of 
Aiden's jeans, pulling them down around his buttocks and 
legs without even unbuttoning or unzipping them. Aiden's 
shallow breath allowed the jeans to escape his form without 
struggle. 


Maintaining constant contact with Aiden's eyes, Rafe tugged 
his shirt off, revealing his muscular and hair-peppered torso. 
Aiden's eyes glazed over in complete contentment when he 
broke his gaze with Rafe to admire this beautiful discovery. 


[Back to Table of Contents] 
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Chapter 12 


Rafe lowered himself onto Aiden's frame, pressing his hairy 
chest against the smooth contours of Aiden's body. Rafe felt 
for the first time the shape of Aiden's cock as it pressed into 
his still clothes-covered pelvis. Impressed by its definitive 
presence, he hungered for a sight of the shaft but resisted 
his own desire and continued to maul his willing captive with 
fingers and lips. Their hands deliberately found new places 
to explore, and constant kissing heightened the sensation of 
flesh on flesh contact. 


Aiden enjoyed the sensation of being covered by the larger 
man in such a gentle way. The heat from the now raging fire 
next to them filled in and supplemented the man-blanket of 
warmth and affection that enveloped him. He worried the 

heat might overtake him, but Rafe planted a deliberate soft 
kiss on his chest and relented the embrace by pulling away. 


Straddling the man just below his waist, Rafe retreated to a 
kneeling stance and was rewarded with his first glimpse of 
Aiden's cock. He admired the throbbing package, which was 
pale white and blemish-free. It began to redden at the top 
due to the ever-increasing blood pressure. The cut shaft was 
snugged tightly against his abdomen, and it thumped twice 
with anticipation, sending Rafe a subliminal signal for 
attention. 


Aiden's breath quickened as Rafe disengaged the button at 
the top of his work pants. Pulling at the zipper, he released 
his uncut cock, which was pressed along the entire length of 
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the interlocking silver teeth. Staring into each other's eyes, 
Rafe grasped Aiden's cock, pried it away from his stomach, 
and squeezed it to his. The two cocks, pressed together, 
sent inexplicable sensations throughout both of their bodies. 


Nearly matching one another in girth, and Aiden only 
lacking about an inch on Rafe's length, the two members 
mingled with each other inside of Rafe's tight grip. He 
allowed both cockheads to surface above his fist, and 
Aiden's cock leaked a bead of clear precum, which Rafe 
gratefully greeted by squeezing harder to drain out more. 
Aiden joined Rafe's hand with his and wiped the slick 
substance from his onto Rafe's still dry cockhead, changing 
the friction between them from rough to slick in a matter of 
seconds. 


Rafe's need to consume the young man sent his face 
crashing down on Aiden's awaiting chest, peppering it with 
kisses. When he reached Aiden's nipple, the tiny mound 
sharpened in stiffness, awaiting its impending attention. 
Rafe devoured the tiny bud with licks and suction, giving 
both sides of his chest thorough attention. A kiss to his 
muscular abdominal muscles followed. First he explored the 
top and then proceeded down to the lower ridges. His V- 
shaped abdomen seemed to draw him further down ona 
journey that Rafe was not reluctant to take. 


Breathing deeply, Rafe's nose caught the first indication of 
the man's essence in the form of his male scent. Wanting to 
experience more, Rafe buried his scruff-covered chin and 
anxious mouth into the base of Aiden's throbbing cock, his 
tongue flicking the bush at certain intervals. 
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Grabbing the shaft at the base, he stood it straight up, 
forcing Aiden to arch his back slightly. Their eyes met for a 
second before Rafe devoured the cock in his mouth almost 
completely. Retreating from the total engulfment, he 
released the cock to catch his breath for only a second 
before resuming his taste and sensory exploration. Aiden 
groaned and writhed in grateful appreciation of the 
attention. 


Aiden had never felt such a strong and determined presence 
envelop him so completely. The strong passion that was 
conveyed through the intense suction nearly sent him over 
the edge and into orgasmic release. Sensing his quickly 
increasing excitement, Rafe withdrew again, and they 
resumed their passionate kissing and body explorations. 


Suddenly, Rafe placed his hands on his knees and stood 
straight up, hovering over the enraptured Aiden 
Montgomery. 


His already imposing six-foot-five-inch frame looked even 
more immense at this angle. Aiden got his first closeup look 
at the cock that he had seen only in glimpses through 
binoculars before. The cock was in perfect proportion to 
Rafe's large frame and was impressively standing outward, 
pointing down to the wide-eyed, lip-licking, naked man 
below it. 


Aiden leaned over his lower half and crawled next to the 
man's boots. Pulling the pants down to meet the boots, he 
exposed the majority of the tall man to the flickering light of 
the warm fire. Following the stout legs up all the way, he 
admired how the fine hair neatly followed Rafe's distinct 


musculature. He edged forward and knelt to meet with the 
immense cock that now bobbed in front of his face. 
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Glancing up for one last look of assurance, Aiden impaled 
himself on the engorged penis. He lapped its surface with 
his tongue and tasted some of his own precum in the 
process. 


Rafe was now producing a fair amount of the slick 
substance, and it aided in Aiden's attempts to completely 
consume it, though they were unsuccessful. Rafe placed his 
strong, wide hand at the back of Aiden's bushy head of hair, 
and he debated how strongly he could tug the man into his 
crotch. 


Aiden seemed responsive, so he demanded more with his 
not-so-subtle cajoling. 


The suction continued until oxygen depletion would not 
allow itto any longer. Pulling away from the cock now 
dangling outside of his mouth, Aiden caught his breath for a 
few seconds and went back to pleasing Rafe by exploring 
every inch of the cock with his tongue. 


Driven wild by anticipation and pleasure, Rafe placed his 
hands into the armpits of the man kneeling in front of him 
and encouraged him upward with a gentle tug. Aiden stood 
up at the request and they stood facing each other, 
breathless and flushed. 


There were no words needed when Rafe requested that they 
retire to the bedroom. Kicking off his boots and shrugging 
his pants off completely, he simply grabbed Aiden's hand. 
Aiden followed without hesitation, and the sight of Rafe's 
broad shoulders and strong back were visual aphrodisiacs. 
That coupled with the sight of his perfectly rounded ass 
made it impossible for him to come down from the sexual 
high he was on. 
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Inside the darkened room, Rafe clicked on a small lamp next 
to the high bed. Unmade and covered with a myriad of 
handmade colorful quilts, Rafe cleared an area on the bed to 
serve as a landing. Aiden gently kissed him and guided him 
onto the bed. A sting of pain in his shoulder registered as he 
did so, reminding him of his most recent injury. Aiden 
pushed himself onto the white sheet that was now exposed 
in the middle of the bed. Crawling up over top of him, Rafe 
reached beyond him and pulled a white pillow under his 
head. Lying down next to him, Rafe completed the tender 
expression by pulling the soft cotton covers over the young 
man and himself. 


Aiden could not comprehend the feelings that were racing 
through his mind. Lust muddied the water, but he was 
beginning to realize that this was an expression of love that 
they were partaking in. He was used to the lust, that was no 
big deal, but this was definitely something he had never 
experienced before. He liked it immensely. 


"It's not the Four Seasons here, but you'll get the best room 
service money can't buy," Rafe whispered. 


"The only four seasons | want are ones spent with you. 
Winter, spring—" 


Rafe cut off his reply by uniting their mouths in a strong 
coupling. Urges swelled in Aiden, and his need to be taken 
by Rafe overwhelmed him. Ending his previously passive 
responses, he lurched forward and pinned Rafe's shoulders 
to the bed, straddling his waist. His strength surprised even 
himself. Inching his buttocks forward and onto Rafe's abs, he 
coated his face and upper chest with aggressive kisses. 


78 
Gone Stumping 
by Braden Williams 


Reaching behind himself, he angled Rafe's cock to meet his 
ass crease. Aligning it once again, he found the spot where 
Rafe's cock seemed to kiss the soft skin of his clenched 
butthole. Licking his hand profusely, he reached again 
behind himself and coated Rafe's cock with his glossy 
sputum. 


Returning his attention to Rafe's face, he placed both his 
hands on either side of his neck and stared into his eyes. 


Aiden backed onto the unrelenting stiffness behind him 
without blinking an eye. Backing onto the cock and lowering 
his waist in several minor thrusts, the tip of Rafe's cock 
entered slightly before it was swallowed all the way in. 


Aiden let out a loud shriek while the full measure of Rafe 
McCafferty entered him, making him feel connected and full. 


Rafe let out an equally loud grunt as he experienced the 
warmth and silky texture of Aiden's insides squeezing the 
entire length of his cock. Aiden bounded up and plunged 
downward, experiencing the full effect of the huge cock 
inside him. He was bent in a fashion that allowed both his 
mouth and ass to experience the wonder of Rafe McCafferty. 
Rising up and plunging back down, the momentum and 
moans of each man culminated in a kiss that silenced their 
vocalizations. 


Taste. Feel. Touch. Sensory overload sent Aiden repeating 
the descent and elevation on the now rock-hard member. 


When their eyes locked, Aiden made a decision that this 
could not and would not last much longer. He needed Rafe 
to come in him, and he needed it now. Rushing the pace of 
the thrusts up and down, he continued the squatting 
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played with Aiden's rigid cock. Aiden's balls drew up close to 
his cock in anticipation of their impending release. 


"Aiden!" Rafe screamed. "I'm gonna...." 
"Go for it," Aiden bluntly responded. "I am." 


Both men groaned as Aiden spewed beads of cum onto 
Rafe's abdomen, and one pulse after another followed his 
downward strokes on the hard cock in him. Rafe's face also 
grimaced in pleasure as his eyes began rolling back in his 
head. Rafe's cum filling up Aiden's insides had triggered his 
own orgasm. The slightest touch was all that Aiden needed 


to release the pent-up substance pushed out of his prostate 
from behind. The men collapsed in breathless relief. 


The room suddenly became silent except for the whisper of 
deep breaths that emanated from the two spent men. Aiden 
stretched to pull the covers over them, tucking himself 
under Rafe's arm as he did so. Sleep came quickly for the 
both of them. Peaceful, contented slumber awaited them as 
the Sandman entered the room. 


* KK OK 


The high noon sunlight brightened the room as Aiden stirred 
awake, content to stay under the arm of the sleeping man 
embracing him. A smile washed over his face as the sunlight 
warmed his cheeks. 


| could get used to this, he thought to himself with pure and 
utter contentment. 


As his consciousness was returning, he caught sight of a 
Small detail in the sun-dappled window next to the log- 
framed bed. He strained to look more closely past the 
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handmade window frame to something interesting etched 
on the actual glass. Something familiar had caught his eye... 
it was the Legacy Windows logo. 
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Braden Williams is an accomplished artist and entrepreneur 
in the graphic design and advertising fields. He enjoys 
outdoor pursuits such as whitewater rafting, mountain 
hiking, and landscape photography in his all-too-infrequent 
spare time. 


Writing became a passion for Braden when the characters 
he entertained in his mind began telling their stories and he 
decided to give them a voice on paper. Stories of true love 
and fated destinies populate his random and written 
musings. 


Never one to stray from his graphic design roots, Braden 
frequently creates his own cover artwork for a project long 
before its completion. These written labors of love have 
become an outlet for the expression of Braden's gratitude 
for a contented life with his beloved partner and pets. 


When he is not designing or writing, Braden also enjoys 
browsing for country antiques, pressing his luck at casino 
slot machines, and eating out at restaurants with lengthy 
appetizer menus. 


In a testament to his love of the great outdoors, a bumper 
sticker on the back of Braden's SUV boldly proclaims: "I'd 
rather be in Grand Teton National Park." 


Visit www.BradenWilliamsRomance.com. You can contact 
him at BradenWilliamsRomance@gmail.com. 
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